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"We Dont Belong Here, Do We?"
A Response to Lives on the Boundary
and The Violence of Literacy
Marilyn M. Cooper
In the first chaptcr of his book Lives on the Boundary , Mike Rose talks
about some of his students who arc having a rough time of it. One of them

turns to him and says, "We don't belong at UCLA, do we?" (Rose 4). This
is the question that these two books - Rose's book and J. Elspeth Stuckey's
The Violence of Literacy - try to answer. Though they don't answer it in quite

the same way - Rose says, "Sure you do," and Stuckey says, "You're right;
we've been lying to you" - their analyses of the situation are nevertheless

quite similar. Framed in the contentious debate over "the literacy crisis,"
these two books look seriously at what literacy is, what we believe about it,
and how these beliefs affect the lives of people in our society. And the people

who are most seriously affected are, as Rose and Stuckey point out, the
"underpreparcd," the poor, minorities, immigrants - the untouchables of
our "classless" society.
Though most of these people never show up in college, those few who
do slip in where they "don't belong" are most likely to be found in writing
centers. Writing centers arc boundary areas, as my colleague Nancy Grimm
says. Existing on the margins of higher education, they offer many opportunities - both to those who would seek to liberate students and to those
who, usually unknowingly, take part in their oppression. Writing centers are,
as cultural studies scholars say, a site of struggle within the institution of the
university, perhaps the primary site, given the important role we have given
to literacy in our society. And it is within this struggle that we encounter the
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"violence" of literacy Stuckey refers to, the use of literacy as a method of
labeling and excluding people masked by the cultural image of literacy as a
beckoning wave of the hand in invitation to life in the mainstream society.
If you want to understand this - and how can you not? - these are the two
books to read.

And I would read them together. When I first read Mike Rose's book
two years ago, my only misgiving was that it was easy to misread, that, given

our normal preconceptions about these things (and some of the comments

on the dust jacket), one could easily conclude from his autobiographical
account of learning and teaching that the underprepared only need to be
introduced to good books by a few good teachcrs and to try hard and they too

can be just like us. Elspeth Stuckey's book, in contrast, can be hard to read
because, as the back cover blurb says, it "counters most of our prevailing views

about literacy." Yet Rose and Stuckey agree on an important point: that "the

literacy crisis" is a lie, a deeply immoral and deceptive displacement of
concern and energy. He says,
The literacy curriculum is being asked to do what our politics and
economics have failed to do: diminish differences in achievement,

narrow our gaps, bring us together. Instead of analysis of the
complex web of causes of poor performance, we are offered a faith
in the unifying power of a body of knowledge, whose infusion will

bring the rich and the poor, the longtime disaffected and the
uprooted newcomers into cultural unanimity. If this vision is
democratic, it is simplisticaliy so, reductive, not an invitation for

people truly to engage each other at the point where classes and
cultures intersect. (Rose 237)
She says,
Literacy neither imprisons nor frees people; it merely embodies the
enormous complexities of how and why some people live comfortably and others do not. . . . our work is not to teach people the ways
of literacy that already distance them from the ways of equality but
to teach them to change the ways, to teach them to revise the society

that impoverished and denied them from the beginning. (Stuckey

94)

Despite the convergences in their arguments, Rose and Stuckey deal with
this problem from significantly different perspectives. As Rose says, he has
written "a hopeful book about those who fail" (Rose xi), and he concentrates

on stories of the people - tcachers and students - involved in the struggle
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over literacy. Stuckey 's book, in contrast, is a blunt, often angry analysis of

the social systems in which literacy is enmeshed and which define its
function, and she focuses her attention on the effects of literacy research:
"Students of nonstandard languages in the United States do not fail because
òf a language failure; they fail bccause they live in a society that lies about
language. We in English in an information economy in a country that calls
itself free make the lie palpable" (Stuckey 122).
But, rather than contrast these two perspectives, I want to focus in the
main part of this essay on the deep understanding these two books convey of
what is at stake in the literacy crisis and then end with a brief consideration
of their different, but complementary, suggestions about what we should be
doing as writing tutors and teachers. Stuckey 's startling argument is that
literacy is enacted as "incremental, daily violence against those who are not
favored by the system" (Stuckey 1 27). She says,
The truth is that literacy and English instruction can hurt you, more
clearly and forcefully and permanently than it can help you, and that

schools, like other social institutions, are designed to replicate, or at
least not to disturb, social division and class privilege. (Stuckey 1 23)

Rose's stories, not entirely hopeful and full of the fortuitousness and
complexities that characterize real-life stories of failure and success, provide
heartbreaking examples of what Stuckey is talking about.
Take Harold Morton, a fifth grade student whom Rose was teaching in

a special reading class. Rose describes Harold writing: "his eyes were
twitching and he moved about and grimaced, not talking to other children,
sometimes just looking at the paper for long stretches, his gaze blank except

for the flicking of his eyelids" (116). Rose surmised that Harold was
"distressed by whatever it was that tugged at his face from the inside" (1 17),

and he went to visit Harolds home. Harold lived in a poor neighborhood
in El Monte in East Los Angeles. His father had deserted the family when
Harold was five, and by this time his. father was in prison; his mother worked

in a laundry in a hospital. Harold was a solitary, introverted child. His main
interests were fishing at a lake he walked two miles to alone and kicking a
football, also alone. He missed his father, who used to take him fishing and
camping. His mother said of Harold, "Junior is just like me. He'll sit in the

background, like I do, until someone gets him out" (qtd. in Rose 1 19).
Rose worked at getting Harold out, and Harold responded. This is the
hopeful part of the story. But far more significant, for Harold's future and

for what it tells us about literacy and schooling, was Rose's reading of
Harold's school file, "the sad and elaborate chronicle of what happens to a
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child who is too distressed to fit neatly into our classrooms" (Rose 120).
Harold's file begins with the results of a reading readiness test, on which
Harold scored "high average." It continues through forms recording teacher
comments on how he has trouble keeping his eyes on the page and on his short

attention span, through reports of reading scores (below grade level) and IQ
tests (96), through more teachers' comments about his immaturity and lack

of friends, through a remedial reading teacher's observation that Harold's
problem was "too great for remediation" and was perhaps neurological, to his
fourth-grade teacher's report in which she concluded that he had no ability

to read or write. Harold also had medical reports in his file, detailing the
results of many examinations by physicians, neurologists, speech therapists,
and an ophthalmologist. The ophthalmologist's conclusion was that Harold's

problem was psychological. Rose concludes:
Harold had been on a shuttlecock odyssey: his intelligence was
calibrated, his eyes checked, the rhythms of his brain monitored.
The journey yielded snapshots, but they were cropped of his history:

camping with his father, his solitary walks to the lake. His past was
being replaced by a sterile chronicle of assessments that couldn't get

to the living center of the problem: the lost father, the mother

receding slowly into a dim parlor, the growing weight of the
assumption of his feeblemindedness. Harold was made stupid by
his longing, and his folder full of tests could never reveal that. (Rose

127)
Harold got a lot of attention, but not, Rose argues, the kind of attention he

needed. We all know and lament the dehumanizing nature of standardized
testing in schools; nevertheless, it is argued, this is the only efficient way to
organize schooling for the masses. As Rose points out, "The way the schools
are set up. . . - the loads teachers carry, the ways they're trained to deal with

difference, the vast patchwork of diagnostics and specialists - make it very
hard for someone like Harold to get what he needs: a guide sitting down on
the steps by him and building a relationship through the words on a printed
page" (Rose 1 25). Although this is certainly true, the question that is being
avoided here is, why are schools set up this way? This is not something that
is out of our control; the schools are the product of decisions made by school

boards, taxpayers, educational theorists and researchers, administrators,
teachers. As Stuckey points out, "standardized (literacy) tests are not natural

disasters. They are a system" (1 26).
Rose points to the enormous difficulty of the current American educational project - to train "so many of its people to be able to perform these very
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sophisticated literacy activities" known collectively as critical literacy - and
adds, "by most historical - and current - standards, the vast majority of a

research university's underprepared students would be considered competently literate" (Rose 188). Critical literacy for all our citizens is a heroic ideal;

unfortunately, as Rose also admits, "our educational ideals far outstrip our
economic and political priorities" (Rose 1 88). This is what is so clear in his
account of Harold's file. That "sterile chronicle of assessments" does not
simply diminish Harold's humanity; it also effaces the relationship between

his class position and his school experience. Our economic and political
priorities do not include helping children like Harold achieve critical literacy.
Class differences arc important in Rose's stories, evidenced primarily in
painstakingly detailed descriptions of the environments within which he and
his students live and go to school, but they are an explicit focus of Stuckey's

book. Arguing that "Should English teachers wish to change English
teaching, they will have to understand the interrelationships of English
teaching to American work" (Stuckey 12), she points out that, in our
information society, knowledge, which is accessed and defined by literacy,
"does not merely preserve the status quo; it create s it and effectively explains

the underclass" (Stuckey 14).
When we take time to think about it, we know that class has an immense

effect on the nature of a child's experience in school. Children who live in

poor neighborhoods go to poor schools, and the differences between poor
and wealthy school districts are educationally significant. Stuckey points to

studies showing the actual time spent in education in schools varying
between 270 and 430 hours (with the result that students in better schools
receive almost the same amount of schooling in two years that students in
poorer schools receive in three years); the number of new words in first-grade

readers varying between 388 and 716 (with the result that students with
better readers read nearly twicc as many new words); and teacher ratios

varying from 14:1 to 23:1 (Stuckey 116-17).
A note in Harold's school file points to another effect of class on his
schooling: under "home-school relationship" the teacher wrote, "No one
came to the conference. I don't know the parents" (qtd. in Rose 1 22). When

Rose visited Harold's mother at her home, she told him that no one from
school had ever come to see her before. She said, "They're always calling me
to go there, but I can't always. I have to work. And I've been sick for a while"

(qtd. in Rose 118). The school system is not set up to deal with children
whose parents are poor and in bad health and in prison; because their parents

can't come to conférences, their problems (which arc at least as serious as
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those of children whose parents are better situated) remain a mystery, and
often teachers infer that the parents just don't care about their children's
education. Parents of immigrant and other poor children often have a further
disincentive for going to talk with teachers; poorly educated themselves, they

feel intimidated. Rose describes the feelings of some Mexican-American
parents in an adult English class: "A number of them told us that they were
concerned about how their children were doing, but felt funny about seeing
the teacher, for their English was so bad and . . . well . . . who were they to

presume to talk to the teacher about what she does?" (Rose 130).
Perhaps the clearest indication of the relationship between class and
education are the existence of remedial classes, of adult education classes, and

of writing centers. "In the states of the Union with any sizable poor or
minority population, the remedial classes are jammed with the poor and the
minority; entire schools in the urban areas of the North constitute remedial

pens" (Stuckey 115). l he students Rose encountered in the variety of
"alternative" programs in which he worked form a montage of "sorrow and
damage" (Rose 101), images of people abandoned by the mainstream society.
And, for the most part, as Rose acknowledges, these programs do little more
than ratify the students' unfitness for mainstream life. Despite the dedication

of many teachers in such programs, the financial and institutional status of
the programs mitigates against the kind of carefully developed, imaginative
teaching offered in programs for children of the elite. This is the downside

of marginality. Funded inconsistently and poorly, often through "soft
money," these programs all too often offer students little but workbook drills

on grammar and spelling, activities that are easily embraced by teachers who
have little or no training in teaching literacy and no encouragement or time

to develop more innovative approaches. Or sometimes it is institutional
structure, in the form of a separation between remedial and academic
programs, that dictates these stultifying and regressive activities, as in the
state college in Ohio where Rose observed a remedial class in which teachers

were forbidden to ask students to write anything longer than a sentence.
Writing, it was said, was the province of the English department.

How could this situation be different? Why isn't it? These are the
questions we need to ask. Rose describes a dream that he and the director of

the educational opportunity program at UCLA shared:

The remedial programs we knew about did a disservice to their
students by thinking of them as remedial. We wanted to try out
another perspective and see what kind of program it would yield.
What would happen if we thought of our students' needs and goals
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in light of the comprehensive and ambitious program structures
more often reserved for the elite? (Rose 194)

But this is a dream that never gets to be realized. Because "tutorial and
preparatory programs are conceived of as marginal to the intellectual
community" (Rose 195), they are often threatened by questions about the
need for and appropriateness of such programs at a research university.
Though pleased with the enrollment figures and the tuition provided by
these students, research faculty are often dismayed by the students that
actually show up in their classes. Rose quotes some familiar opinions about
students whose past schooling has left them underprepared:

"These are the truly illiterate among u s". . . . "Simple reading is
beyond them." "They have ceased to care about ideas." "What we
have here is cultural illiteracy." "They have abandoned the word."

(Rose 201)
Not only do these students not belong here, as so many of them clearly

perceive, it's also apparently their fault. Their lack of preparation is
transformed in these statements into a failure of character or motivation: they

don't care about ideas; they have abandoned literacy. I would agree that not
caring and abandonment arc at the heart of the literacy crisis, but it is not the

underprepared students who are the agents of these actions.

Students in remedial programs and classes, in writing and tutorial
centers, in adult education classes, and in other classes for "special" students

internalize these judgments that they don't belong in regular classes and
perhaps not in regular schools or real colleges and universities. They, too,
come to believe that there's something wrong with them, a belief validated
by the endless standardized tests which show them again and again that they
are not standard students. As Rose says, they
incorporate a stratifying regulator as powerful as the overt institutional gatekeepers that, ¡ n other societies, determine who goes where
in the educational system. There is no need for the elitist protection

of quotas and exclusionary exams when a kid announces that he just
wants to be average. If you want to insist that the children Joe and

Monica and the rest of us taught had an equal opportunity in
American schools, then you'll have to say that they had their equal
chance and forfeited it before leaving the fourth grade. (Rose 128)

Harold's problem with school is not psychological; it is not a problem of
motivation or adjustment to school or of his attitude toward literacy. It is not

a simple matter of his feeling excluded from a discourse community. As
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Stuckey says, "The 'psychic situation of a ten-year-old who reads at a
'second-grade leveP is that of a child who has been denounced by a literate

society" (Stuckey 93).

Why don't we provide the kind of "comprehensive and ambitious"
programs that Rose envisioned for the disadvantaged, programs in which
students are evaluated individually and given the kind of individual attention

they need to learn? Why do we instead rely on standardized testing and
standardized curricula that do little more than ratify some students as
standard? We may see the answer to these questions as complex, involving
matters of funding and economics, institutional structure, tradition, the
practical impossibility of achieving idealistic goals like education for all
citizens, and adherence to beliefs in the value of quantification. Or we may

find the answer to be really quite simple, as Stuckey suggests. When we
remember that such programs are reserved for the elite, the inescapable
conclusion is that, whatever we may say individually, as a society we don't
want to eradicate class differences. This decision is inscribed in our tacit

beliefs about literacy, beliefs that enable us to use literacy to maintain
privilege for the privileged and that underpin a great deal more of our
teaching than we like to admit.
In the first chapter of her book, Stuckey focuses on a recalcitrant puzzle
involving literacy and social class. First of all, the firmly held belief that the

United States is a classless society makes it difficult to explain why some
people fail to attain satisfactory lives. Given the impossibility of blaming
failure on a lack of equal opportunity, the only possible answer lies in the
individual nature of those who fail. In the past, race and poverty and other
inherent factors were seen to explain low IQscores, faulty personalities, and,
thus, lack of achievement, but, fortunately, such explanations have largely

been discredited (perhaps best by Stephen J. Gould in The Mismeasure of
Man). The new explanation is that illiteracy is what causes these people to

fail. "They have abandoned the word" (qtd. in Rose 201). But, as Stuckey
points out, this explanation poses an even more difficult question: "In the
face of the promise of 'equal information,' arc we to assume that large groups

of people watch passively as their economic security, psychological wellbeing, and standards of living erode?" (Stuckey 17).
Faced with "the peculiar problem ofmass self-destruction" (Stuckey 17),

Stuckey takes another look at the premise that leads to this conclusion.
Perhaps, just perhaps, despite all our protestations, our society does rely on
a class structure, and perhaps class differences do cause some people to fail
despite their individual natures. Perhaps the reverse argument that we hear
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so often - that some people in lower classes succeed because of their
individual natures, and thus it is not class structure that causes people to fail

- is an unreflective product of our society's belief in the power of the
individual. Thus, it may also be possible to argue that people do not fail in
our society because they arc illiterate but rather their class causes them to be

labeled illiterate. To see how this happens, Stuckey turns to an examination
of the ideology of literacy, a topic Rose also takes up late in his book.

Stuckey says, "The ways in which literacy is thought about in this
country are reductive and dangerous. In their application, they narrow the
range of pedagogy and suppress the possibilities of research. This is the real

literacy crisis" (Stuckey 21). Nothing has been so hotly debated in the
discussion of the literacy crisis than cxactly what being literate entails. The

commonscnse notion that literacy is simply the ability to code and decode
language in written symbols was quickly dismissed in favor of definitions

based on the function of literacy. Alphabetic literacy, everyone agreed, is
easily achieved and has little or no effect on whether people can succeed in
our information societies; functional literacy is what matters, the ability to
use literacy in ways that allow one to succeed in one's society. Now of course

this is true, but as an explanation of success it contains a rather vicious
circularity: one succeeds if one has the ability to succeed. Furthermore,
functional literacy becamc reified in many discussions and in much research:
no longer did it refer to a relation between a simple skill and the needs of a

particular society; instead, it was equated with the ways of thinking and
reasoning that are adaptive in the elite regions of Western information
societies, ways of thinking we often call "critical literacy." And, often, in a

final reductive move, critical literacy came to be equated with humanity.
Thus, a definition of literacy as a characteristic of an elite class hides behind
the familiar mask of universal human nature. As a professor of English at

UCLA said about one of his students, "It was as though I were talking to
someone from another planet!" (qtd. in Rose 195).
Naturalization of language uses, taking the ways we ourselves use

language to be "natural," or universal, is a powerful process, one easily
overlooked even by the most sophisticated of scholars who study language
and its uses. It is also a process whose operation is fairly easy to detect, if we
are only willing (or able) to shift our perspective. It should be obvious that
functional literacy, by its very definition, can not be universal, for it is a
relational concept. If functional literacy is the ability to use literacy skills in
ways that allow one to succeed in ones society, then these ways must vary
with differences in societies. Although exactly what uses different societies
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have for literacy can be difficult to perceive by someone outside that society
(just as the distinction between ser and estar in Spanish can be difficult for
native speakers of English to perceive), and although it may be difficult for
those of us who live in information societies to understand that literacy skills

may indeed not be necessary to success in some societies, the presence of
different ways of using literacy skills, or the absence of our own ways of using

literacy skills, is usually obvious from the aberrant data produced in studies
of literacy in different groups of people.

Stuckey examines in detail a number of these studies, but her best
example is one of the earliest and best ethnographic studies of literacy in non-

Western cultures, Sylvia Scribncr and Michael Cole's The Psychology of
Literacy (1981). As suggested by their title, Scribner and Cole were not so
much interested in the uses of literacy in the society they studied (the Vai

people in Liberia) as in the cognitive effects of literacy, especially the
connection between literacy and schooling. Stuckey argues that it is just this
perspective, the insistence that literacy is an individual cognitive skill, that

leads Scribner and Cole to conclude, with much puzzlement, that literacy
among the Vai has no effects; they say that Vai literacy is "literacy without

education" (qtd. in Stuckey 29). The lineaments ofWestern uses of literacy
are clear in Scribner and Cole's description of what Vai literacy does not do.
As Stuckey asks,

Is this what literacy is supposed to do - introduce vicariousness,
import new information or problem-solving techniques, please, or
instruct? If literacy does not do this, does it fail to educate? Educate

about what? Surely, the only possible reply is educate in Western
ways, ways of vicarious experience and knowledge gathering explic-

itly linked to literacy. (Stuckey 29-30)
Not only does literacy among the Vai not seem to "improve" their cognitive
processes, it also, according to Scribncr and Cole, seems to serve no purpose
in Vai society:
those who do not know [the Vai script literacy] get along quite well.
We see no evidence that they are barred from leadership roles in the

social system or from traditional occupations because they cannot
read and write. Vai script literacy is not essential either to maintain

or to elaborate customary ways of life. (238; qtd.in Stuckey 30)
But, as Stuckey points out, what Scribner and Cole's conclusion shows is just

that the Vai do not use literacy in the way we use literacy, as a means of
domination, of excluding people from power. Stuckey finds in an appendix
to Scribner and Cole's study a quite persuasive description of one use of Vai
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literacy: arising at the time of imperialism in Africa, Vai script literacy
"possesses the function of keeping 'business' within the community secret
from those outside" (Stuckey 28), a conclusion Scribner and Cole reject as
"speculative" because they have no way of connccting social functions with
their theories of cognition.

It is clear that one of the dominant functions that literacy serves in
Western information societies is the gatekeeper function, but it is not clear

that literacy "naturally" fulfills this function. While "no one would argue
. . . that illiteracy in a highly technologized society is irrelevant to thesituation

of the illiterate" (Stuckey 36), the reason literacy is so important may have
more to do with the fact that access to it is restricted than with its supposed

link with "advanced" cognitive functions. As the example of the Vai
demonstrates, the ability to read and write does not automatically confer on
literates any particular cognitive abilities. Stuckey's careful consideration of

the arguments by Havelock and Ong and others about how the shift from
orality to literacy changed human cognition also casts serious doubt on the
idea that "analytic thinking is ... a product of writing" (Stuckey 74); rather,
the coincidence of print literacy with the rise of the middle class, who were
striving to distinguish themselves from the lower classes on some basis other
than money, transformed access to written language into a claim for superior

cognitive ability. Common sense and everyday experience tells us that
analytic thinking has little to do with literacy - everybody has an illiterate/
uneducated relative or acquaintance who can out-think most college professors. But tests that purport to measure the cognitive abilities that arc equated

with critical literacy seem to tell us otherwise.
Near the end of his book, Rose talks about the problems adult students
in a Bay Area literacy project had with reading tests. As he says, "one thing
that is clear is that they reveal how well people can perform certain kinds of

school activities" (Rose 217). Similarly, Scribner and Cole's study revealed
not the link between cognitive ability and literacy they were looking for, but

instead a link between the ability to demonstrate certain "advanced" cognitive skills and schooling. Rose worked with students on a section of the test
that asked them to choose a synonym for the root or affix underlined in the
target word. He points out that the task is new to them - "Nowhere in their
daily reading arc these students required to focus on parts of words in this

way. The multiple-choicc format is also unfamiliar" (Rose 217) - and that
carefully rereading the directions to them didn't seem to help. What they
needed was a trick, and, indeed, as soon as Rose got them circling the parts
ofwords underlined and saying these parts to themselves as whole words, they

could answer the questions as well as anyone. They didn't lack reasoning
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ability - or even vocabulary knowledge; what they lacked was knowledge of

how to perform certain activities that, as Rose points out, "may be of
questionable value," but that "arc interwoven with instruction and assessment, and [determine] entrance to many jobs" (Rose 217).
This is the lie that our society tells about language and literacy, and that
literacy teachers and tutors all too often tell their students. We say that those

who pass such tests are able to read and to reason in ways appropriate in our
society and that those who fail such tests "are cognitively and linguistically
deficient in some fundamental way: They process language differently, or
reason differently from those who succeed in school, or the dialect they speak

in some basic way interferes with their processing of Standard Written
English" (Rose217). Wesay that it is because "the poor are different in some

basic way from the middle and upper classes - the difference now being
located in the nature of the way they think and use language" (Rose 221) that they fail in school and are denied jobs. But all that the tests that label
the poor as cognitively and linguistically deficient show is that they haven't

taken many of these tests or that they haven't had access to the prestige
dialects of American English (for usage tests that focus on features of
"nonstandard" dialects arc also used to limit access to higher education and
jobs). 1 They fail because they arc poor; they are "illiterate" because these tests

reveal that they come from the wrong class. As Stuckey suggests, "English
teachers might ask . . . 'Why is English the scapegoat when things go wrong?'"

(Stuckey 107).
The ideology of literacy is persuasive, so persuasive that it is difficult to
think that literacy does not automatically provide access to the good life in
an information society, that it is not in and of itself an unqualified benefit.

Reading is the first thing we learn in school; reading opens doors to the
"greater" world of knowledge. Writing is access to power, to the ability to
change other people and to change the world. In light of these beliefs, which
many of us teach explicitly and implicitly in our classes, it is clear why English

is such a convenient scapegoat. In combination with the American ideology

of success as a product of individual effort, English teachers' belief in the
omnipotence of written language skills neatly entraps students of all classes
in the status quo. What we forget is that literacy is a technology, and, like all

technologies, though it may provide certain possibilities, it does not in and
of itself make any changes in the world or in individuals.

The illusivcness of the promise of literacy is what Rose's own story
illustrates so well. As I mentioned earlier, it is easy to read his story as a
stereotype of an underprivileged child saved by reading. Placed by mistake

in the vocational track where he learned how to disregard school, he was
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miraculously reclassified into the college prep track as a junior in high school,

where he met up with an English teacher whose lessons in the classics of
Western literature allowed him "to act as though I were living beyond the
limiting boundaries of South Vermont" (Rose 37) and who inspired him to
go on to work on a graduate degree in literature and eventually to a career in

literacy research. But this is not quite the story Rose actually tells. It is true

that reading and writing brought him into contact with ideas, but, more
importantly, as he repeatedly emphasizes, he valued literacy activities to the
extent that they connected him with people. When he says that in fifth grade,

"reading opened up the world" (Rose 21), he refers to how he found a role
for himself among his friends by retelling the stories he was reading; when he

says of his work for his junior and senior year English teacher, "these papers

with their circled, red B-pluses and A-minuses linked my mind to something
outside it" (Rose 34), he emphasizes the importance to him of the validation
of his ideas by other people. His tcachcrs in high school and in college made

"the humanities truly human" (Rose 48); later in his education, he realized
that "what mattered most" about them "were the relationships they established with me": "It is telling, I think, that once that rich social network slid
away, once I was in graduate school in intense, solitary encounter with that

tradition, I abandoned it for other sources of nurturance and knowledge"
(Rose 235-36). Behind all those stories of individuals whose lives were
changed by reading or writing lies this "hidden" story of the people who gave

them the books, who encouraged them to write, who talked with them about
what they were reading, who read what they were writing - a story hidden by

our focus on the technology of literacy. Literacy can be used to open up the
world of ideas; it can be used to encourage and validate all students' abilities.

As Jaime Escalante has demonstrated, so can mathematics. (As he also
demonstrates, there's more than one way to deal with standardized tests.) But

unless people are committed to using literacy this way, it won't happen.

So what are English tcachcrs to do? There are a couple of good things
to do, things that many of us already do, things that most often are done in

writing centers. Rose chronicles the success of teachers who substitute
individual attention and caring for their students for the impersonal round
of standardized testing and large classes:
People who work in tutoring centers and preparatory programs get
used to spending intense bursts of time with their students. You get
closely involved for a few weeks or a few months, and then you send

them off. And you wonder. You know some won't make it. . . .
There are some, though, who do make it

204)
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Like Stuckey, I am somewhat more pessimistic than Rose - in my copy of his
book I wrote in the margin opposite the passage just quoted, "And more often

it doesn't." Stuckey argues that what we need to do is to stop supporting the
system:

A system takes a lot of trouble. A system must be devised and
implemented. To be sure, much of its design is tacit, its implementation an extension of usual modes of comfortable life. That is also
why uncomfortable people can often change a system. They can see

it. (Stuckey 126)
It is important to pay attention to individual students, to help each of them
learn how to use their minds and their energies to succeed. It is also important
to change the system so that it doesn't prevent whole classes of students from

succeeding. It's probably most important to do both of these things at once.
Attempting to change the system without attending to the effects the
changes have on individual students and to how students' ideas about their
own literacy will be affectcd and to how they can be helped to cope with the
system as it is changing may further marginalize those students the changes
aredesigned to help. And helping individual students may be away to change
the system, as Stuckey acknowledges:

It may be that the most likely way change will ever happen is
incremental, local, one person at a time, one dedicated teacher, one
brilliant researcher, one promising student. . . . But this is a way of

change, not a reason. Local change is not antithetical to the
possibility of sweeping, fast, clear change. (Stuckey 126)
And attempting to help students deal with literacy as it is enacted by the
present system without attending to the way it is used to ratify the status quo

may result in our subordinating ourselves and our students to the demands
of a repressive society. Rose is quite aware of this:
Attrition may be a blessing, as many contend, for it naturally purges

the university of those who don't belong, those who never should

have come. There's a kind of harsh institutional truth to that, I
suppose, but to embrace it, you'll have to limit your definition of
achievement - blunt your sense ofwonder. What you'll have todo,
finally, is narrow your vision of the society you want to foster. (Rose

204)
What we need to tell those students who ask, "We don't belong here, do we?"
is that in many ways the system is rigged against them, that they are led to
believe that there's something wrong with them, that they are set up to fail;
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but we also need to tell them that, yes, they do belong here, that they have
as much a right and an ability to succeed in schools and jobs as do any of those

who seem to belong so naturally. And we need to tell ourselves this too.
Literacy is important in our society. As Rose says of the students in the
Bay Area literacy project, "literacy ... is intimately connected with respect,

with a sense that they arc not beaten, the mastery of print revealing the
deepest impulse to survive" (Rose 216). What we must remember, however,
if we are to help our students and to design effective programs, is that its
importance rests not on any inherent benefit derived from literacy itself, but
rather on the way it is used to mark class differences and the way access to it

is restricted through systems of schooling and testing.

Note
]The endurance of the belief that prestige dialects of American English
better match formal written English, despite all the linguistic studies that
prove the opposite, is testimony to the utility of the argument that the
poor fail because their nonstandard dialects prevent them from reading
and reasoning properly.
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